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ABSTRACT
Heads Up/Heads Down: A Pattern Language for Fostering Thinking in the Workplace is
a handbook presenting architectural design strategies for how to best support thinking in the
workplace. It follows the concept of a pattern language, a theory originated by architect
Christopher Alexander in his 1977 book A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings, Construction,
where each pattern describes a problem and offers a generic solution that can be customized to
suit the reader’s project. While Alexander uses experience to inform his patterns, my work is
generated from current scientific and social science research. Alexander’s work spans scales,
from the organization of cities down to the thickness of an interior wall, while my work focuses
solely on the interior scale in the context of an office. My goal is to add upon Alexander’s vast

work by narrowing down the patterns to address the modern workplace and its demand for
creative knowledge work.
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1

INTRODUCTION

“Providing time, space, and inspiration” is the founding motto of the Burren College of Art
(BCA) located on the northwest coast of County Clare, Ireland.1 Georgia State University,
through generous funding from benefactor Ernest G. Welch, flew me and nine other class of
2020 Master of Fine Arts candidates to an all-expense paid, two-week residency in this
charming, fairy-tale of a place (complete with its own castle), where sheep outnumber people.2
Time, space, and inspiration were provided in spades. We had the freedom to walk around the
charming, limestone cladded campus with its vast, green pastures and picturesque views of the
rugged karst landscape. We had uninterrupted time to work in the wood/stone/metal workshop,
printmaking studio, darkroom/photographic studio, digital lab, and library.

Figure 1 GSU MFA Candidates at the Burren College of Art, June 2019

For me, the best amenity was my individual, semi-private workspace. Like an overjoyed
kid that no longer has to share a bedroom, this was my first GSU experience in having my own

1
2

www.burrencollege.ie/about-us/
Evans, Odile
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workspace. The graduate design studio in Atlanta looks like a large storage closet for unused
equipment and supplies. There's just enough room for a shared conference table that functions as
an eating space and shared computers on narrow tables hugging the side walls. It’s windowless,
cramped, cluttered, loud with breakroom talk, and not conducive to deep thinking. Conversely, at
BCA, my glorious workspace provided a place of my own, where I could read, think, and create.
My days at BCA usually began with a solitary, peaceful walk to campus. I’d walk a block
along the main country road and say hello to the pair of donkeys in the marsh. Once I passed the
thatched cottages on the right, I’d turn down a gravel road and walk a short distance to a horse
paddock near an elementary school’s soccer field. Then I’d climb over a low limestone wall,
marked as the Wood Loop Trail to enter a hazelnut thicket. The grassy thicket opens up to a
clearing with deeply grooved limestone. The rocky terrain would again transition back to being
grass covered and provide a pasture for the herd of grazing sheep. I’d say hello to the sheep and
continue to hike through the pasture. I’d walk towards Newton Castle, a 16th-century tower
house that marked the entrance to the school.

Figure 2 Ballyvaughan Wood Loop Sign.
Photo from Tripadvisor.com

3

While sitting at a desk in my workspace at the Burren College of Art, I had the
opportunity to reflect on my experiences at the college and think about the qualities that make
this geographic area so special. With a pen and markers, I drew a series of postcards, mainly
landscapes that tried to capture the sense of place of the Burren. Its great natural beauty and
history seems magical and irreproducible, but I am hopeful that some of the “magic” of the
place, specifically the inspiring workspaces at the school, can be deconstructed and understood.

Figure 3 Jill Blass. Greetings from The Burren.
Postcard series mailed from Ireland in June 2019

Recently, I’ve read several sources about how to design comfortable workspaces that
facilitate thinking. I found architect and architectural theorist Christopher Alexander’s A Pattern
Language and environmental/design psychologist Sally Augustin’s book Place Advantage:

4

Applied Psychology for Interior Architecture to be especially helpful. Instead of focusing on
what Will Wright calls “the artistry of the form,” both authors have more of an anthropological
approach where spatial design comes from an investigation of how humans interact with each
other and with one’s space.3 Alexander and his co-authors used their combined 28 years of
experience and architectural practice to guide their recommendations in A Pattern Language,
published in 1977. This contrasts with Place Advantage, where Augustin uses contemporary
scientific research conducted by psychologists, biologists, physicists and social research from
anthropologists, sociologists, and designers to inform her recommendations. In my readings, I
discovered that the artist workspaces at BCA fulfill many of the recommendations.
My workspace had the same dimensions and layout as the other workspaces. Each one
has a spacious 13’ x 13’ square footprint. Alexander advises at least a 60 square foot workspace
and Augustin mentions that a square shaped footprint is what people most prefer. 4 5 Each
workspace is bordered on three sides with tall drywall partitions. While not the thick wall that
Alexander advises placing behind where one sits, the tall height gives the worker (or artist)
visual and acoustical privacy. 6 7 The three walls with an open side along the circulation path
give a clear delineation of one’s territory and fulfill Alexander’s recommendation that 50% to
75% of the space is enclosed, while being open enough to see people approaching and able to
talk to the coworker in the workspace across. 8 Alexander recommends being able to see 3-8
other workers.

3

“Will Wright Interview”
Alexander
5
Augustin
6
Alexander
7
Augustin, p. 202. Partitions between workspaces need to be a minimum of 60 inches tall to provide visual
screening and 64-66 inches tall to provide acoustic shielding.
8
Alexander
4
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Worrying about inadvertent eye contact was a non-issue, as there is no one sitting
opposite and facing you. There are many comfortable focal lengths. The desk has more than the
recommended 8’ of space in front of you to rest your eyes.9 There are longer focal lengths
available when you look across to your coworker’s space. Augustin recommends that one have a
view of at least 15-20 feet while sitting in a comfortable seat.10
There are tall ceiling heights, which research has shown promotes abstract thinking and
more open thinking (lower ceilings are correlated with thoughts about details and specifics).11
Daylight is maximized as the partitions don’t reach the ceiling and allow sunlight coming in
from skylights to penetrate the space. Increased productivity, improved learning, happiness, and
general well-being is associated with natural sunlight.12
There is a comfortable density of two rows of five workspaces. The workspaces at the
beginning of the circulation path offer a feeling of refuge as they look out upon the larger gallery
space.13 Workspaces near the end have a view of nature. There is a large window with a view out
to the meadow. Cows come right up to the window and peer in. Environmental psychologist,
Rachel Kaplan has studied people’s responses to viewing nature when at the workplace. Factors
that influence productivity, like motivation, job productivity, and well-being all increase when
people view nature.14
“Displayed thinking”, where sketches and ideas on paper are posted as they come up
during the process of creating, facilitates creative thinking. The gallery walls and the pin-up
walls in the individual workspaces provide areas of displayed thinking, At BCA, the entire

9

Alexander
Augustin
11
Meyers-Levy and Zhu
12
Augustin, p.188
13
Augustin, p.191
14
Kaplan, p.193
10
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creative process is on display from inspirational images and preliminary sketches to the finished
work. All these pinned up ideas show the body of work and allow for a collaborative, open
sharing of ideas. It helps viewers better understand the work and facilitates a contribution of
input and shared ideas. The displayed work also may inspire others in their own work.
BCA’s verbal promise of offering “time, space, and inspiration” is strongly supported by
its physical space. Augustin writes about how physical messages conveyed in the built
environment must match verbal messages. She writes, “For an organization to be successful, the
enduring statements made by a workplace and workspace design must be consistent with the
group’s organizational culture.”15 This matching of statements makes BCA a truly creative place.

Figure 4 Workspace at the Burren College of Art
Retrieved from burrencollege.ie/facilities

15

Augustin, p. 184
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1.1

Why thinking spaces?
Questioning, quietly thinking, and solving problems is the core of who I am. I have a

pensive, analytical personality characterized by the Myers-Briggs INTP personality type, called
“The Logician” or “The Architect”. Personally, I believe that there isn’t enough critical thinking
happening in the world and I believe design can help alleviate this problem. I want to learn more
about how to design spaces for thinking and share this information with others, especially to
improve thinking while in the workplace, where people spend the bulk of their lives.
The ability to think at work is of growing importance as the workplace is becoming more
knowledge based and is placing an increased value on creativity and innovation. Complex
problem solving, critical thinking, and creativity are the top three skills needed in the 2020
workplace according to the World Economic Forum and its Future of Jobs Report.16 I’d like
employees to be able to access their full thinking potential. Susan Cain in her book, Quiet: The
Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, talks about how human potential is
often wasted in the contemporary workplace. She says exceptional performance requires the
right working conditions.17 The aim of this thesis is to promote information on how to create
these right working conditions.

16
17

“Future of Jobs Report”
Cain, p.83
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Figure 5 Future of Jobs Report, World Economic Forum

1.2

Why A Pattern Language?
It’s been more than twenty years since I last thought about Christopher Alexander and his

1977 book, A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings, Construction. I was first introduced to his
theories in Dr. Jo Hassell’s Theory of Interior Architecture class at the University of Florida. My
distant memory of her lecture was that Alexander discussed good design in terms of human
rights. To my twenty-something-year-old self, this was a groundbreaking idea. I had previously
considered design as a luxury or a commodity that was unfortunately limited to a few, not as a
universal right.
Professor Hassell talked about how in one of Alexander’s patterns “Access to Water,”
that since there is a natural human attraction to water, everyone should have the ability to
experience the beach. Previously, I just accepted the common practice in Florida of beaches
being privately owned. When I thought about it, it did seem unjust that one person could claim
ownership of the ocean's edge and forbid another’s access to it. In his book, Alexander

9

recommends that private development can occur close to the water, as there is a natural desire to
do so, but the land right at the water’s edge must be preserved for common use.

Figure 6 Christopher Alexander, “Access to Water”, p.136-137
A Pattern Language

Christopher Alexander and A Pattern Language recently was brought to my attention again
when I met with my committee chair Professor Michael White to discuss my goal for this thesis.
I explained that I wanted to present usable, practical information about how to better design
workplaces, specifically places for thinking. I didn’t want to write a dense, highly specific or
highly personal paper that would have little interest to other people. I wanted to provide easy to
understand tips and strategies that could be quickly read, absorbed, and hopefully used by my
audience. He mentioned a previous student’s thesis where she diagrammed how one’s national
culture, Indian compared to American, changed one’s perception of the workplace. He also
suggested that I take a look at A Pattern Language.

10

2

WHAT IS A PATTERN LANGUAGE?

About the same dimensions of a Bible, 5 ½ inches wide by 8 inches tall and 1 ¾ inches
thick, A Pattern Language is dense with over 1,000 pages attempting to address the entire built
environment from the organization of cities down to the thickness of a wall. There are 253
discrete patterns that describe the way humans respond to aspects of the physical environment.
Each pattern describes a timeless reoccurring problem and fundamental solutions that can be
used, “in such a way that you can use this solution a million times over, without ever doing it the
same way twice.” The solution is presented in a basic, generic way so the reader can personalize
it to fit one’s preference, site condition, etc. 18
Seen as a living, growing thing, by its authors, A Pattern Language networks its entries
through references to each other and are intended to be built upon each other, hence the term
“language”. Originally intended to be published in a three ring binder where pages could be
edited and added on, the authors consider the book as continually evolving where readers are
encouraged to edit the patterns and develop new patterns to contribute.
When writing this thesis, I was initially worried about seeming pretentious for wanting to
contribute my ideas about workplace design to this historic, weighty tome. The requirements of
the workplace have changed a lot since the book’s publication in 1977 and I believe the book
needs updating. I was relieved to read that this kind of user revision was the authors’ intention.
This do-it-yourself spirit in updating the patterns is also seen in the book’s central aim to lay out
a theory that can empower all people to create well-functioning environments for themselves.

18

Alexander, p. x
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2.1

Lineage
A Pattern Language has ideas that originated in Christopher Alexander’s doctoral thesis at

Harvard (where he received Harvard’s first architecture Ph.D.). His thesis Notes on the Synthesis
of Form (1964) was published as a book in 1977 and won the American Institute of Architects
Gold Medal. This was the first time a work of research was awarded.19
In his thesis, he talks about his belief that traditional societies, and their use of time-tested
building forms, that have minor adaptations depending on circumstance, are more inherently
beautiful than contemporary architecture where form is derived from abstract concepts and
formal rules. He describes contemporary architecture as centering “upon a single design episode,
creating an outcome where the ‘forces’ are unbalanced.”20 He tries to solve this problem by
applying a complex mathematical method21 to the “forces” acting in a design. When put into
practice, he found that this process was too cumbersome and demanding. Alexander then focused
on particular groups of forces that created generic situations that occur repeatedly in the built
environment. Resolving these forces resulted in generic solutions that could be modified into an
infinite variety of specific circumstances.22 This concept of generic problems and solutions
became “patterns” in his “second theory”.23
Alexander’s “second theory of architecture” applies to his trilogy of books, The Timeless
Way of Building (Alexander 1979), A Pattern Language (Alexander et al. 1977), and The Oregon
Experiment (Alexander et al. 1975). A Pattern Language is intended to be the second half of one
book, with The Timeless Way of Building as the first part, where he criticizes modern

19

Rybczynski
Dawes and Ostwald, p. 2
21
Before attending Harvard for his Ph.D., he studied mathematics and architecture at Cambridge University,
United Kingdom
22
Grabow
23
Grabow
20

12

construction methods and contemporary architecture. The Timeless Way of Building describes the
theory of pattern language and how to use the language. A Pattern Language, provides the actual
language and the authors see it as a “sourcebook”. Alexander is the sole author of The Timeless
Way of Building. In A Pattern Language, Authors Sara Ishikawa, and Murray Silverstein joined
Alexander in the writing of the book with additional writing credit to Max Jacobson, Ingrid
Fiksdahl-King, and Schlomo Angel.24

Figure 7 Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings, Construction

2.2

Components
Each pattern has the same format. The entries are numbered in ascending order from 1 to

253, and discuss a topic from large scale to small, for example, 1. INDEPENDENT REGIONS
to 253. THINGS FROM YOUR LIFE. The title can name the thing created by the pattern, i.e.

24

This was his team at the Center for Environmental Structure that he established in Berkeley, California.
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241. SEAT SPOTS, the process of creating a pattern, i.e. 30. ACTIVITY NODES, or some
attribute of the solution, i.e. 25. ACCESS TO WATER.
Following the title, there is an asterisk system where 0-2 asterisks denote the certainty of
the pattern. No asterisks mean that the hypothesis is still being tested and is uncertain, while 2
asterisks denotes more certainty. All the entries are considered a work in progress with each
pattern being a testable hypothesis. The authors wanted the theory to be added onto and
improved upon. The hope was that A Pattern language would become a common language that
is shared by everyone.
The title is followed by a picture that illustrates the problem, usually a photograph. Then
there is a description of the context, a problem statement in bold, longer text with examples and
explanations, and a solution statement in bold preceded by the word “therefore”. There is a
sketch of the solution. The last paragraph talks about other entries that are related and how the
patterns are interconnected.
In the introduction, the authors comment of this interconnectivity,
This is the fundamental view of the world. It says that when you build a thing you
cannot merely build that thing in isolation, but must also repair the world around
it, and within it, so that the larger world at that one place becomes more coherent,
and more whole; and the thing which you make takes its place in the web of
nature, as you make it.25

25

Alexander, p.xiii
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Figure 8 Components of Alexander’s Pattern Language

2.3

Examples of workplace patterns
A Pattern Language has a few entries describing office design such as SELF-

GOVERNING WORKSHOPS AND OFFICES (pattern number 80), OFFICE CONNECTIONS
(82), and FLEXIBLE OFFICE SPACE (146). In “Self-governing Workshops and Offices,”
Alexander writes about how the enjoyment of work is fundamental to one’s life. Work should be
organized in a way that brings meaning, fulfillment, and development to an individual. He
references the Buddhist point of view where to not do so would be, “...short of criminal,
indicating a greater concern with goods than with people.” 26 He states that “no one enjoys his
work if he is a cog in a machine.” He says people need their workplace to be at a human scale

26

p.399

15

and in a setting where employees have a say.27 He recommends a pattern where workgroups are
organized into self-governing, autonomous groups, with 5 to 20 workers, housed in a building of
their own.28 29 30 This pattern is less relevant today as automation has begun to replace menial
tasks. Today there is more of a need for human knowledge of operating and maintaining robots
instead of performing repetitive, manual labor and being a “cog in a machine.”
In “Office Connections,” the distance between parts of an office and the effect of
travelling that distance is discussed. He counters the Taylorian concept where stations with
frequent movement should be placed closest together, so there is less “wasteful” walking. Instead
he recommends that walking is “good for the body,” as long the distance doesn’t reach what he
calculates as a “nuisance distance.”31 32 This pattern is still relevant today, but doesn’t go into
enough depth about the benefits of walking on thinking and creative problem solving, skills
required in today’s workplace.
Alexander acknowledges that both “Self-governing office” and “Office Connection” are
global patterns that don’t yet give concrete detail about how to design and build. In “Flexible
Office Space” he does begin to talk about how to shape and physically construct an office.
He recommends that when starting with an open floor plan, install two rows of evenly spaced
columns. This will organize the space into a central aisle with the potential for flanking bays on
each side. Employees can later add partitions to the columns as the need arises.33

27

P.401
P.399
29
P.402
30
P.403
31
Alexander. p.408
32
P.409
33
P.693
28
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Alexander’s workplace patterns are still relevant today, but do not delve into how the
attributes of a space can affect one’s ability to think. The nature of work has changed a lot since
the 1970s. Today’s workplace has a greater demand for knowledge work where one must “think
for a living”. In addition to “heads down”, linear, convergent thinking, employees must be able
to think creatively and expansively in a “heads up” manner to effectively solve problems. My
thesis aims to address the modern workplace with its emphasis on thinking. My method of using
Augustin’s recommendations (based on current research) and formatting this information into a
pattern language will allow the new patterns to “speak to,” integrate, and build upon
Alexander’s. This is in line with his original intent that A Pattern Language be a “living” and
flexible thing, where readers are invited to edit and add upon his book, similar to how Wikipedia
is set up today.
2.4

Work that it has inspired
Two things surprised me while researching Christopher Alexander and A Pattern

Language. I was surprised to learn at how far reaching of an impact it has made on seemingly
diverse areas of contemporary society and how despite its mass popularity, it is rarely taught in
architecture schools. It is one of the best-selling architecture books of all time. Today, forty-two
years after it was published, it has an Amazon Best Sellers rank of #2 in Architectural Criticism,
#2 in Urban & Land Use Planning (Books), and #3 in Architecture (Books).34 William Saunders,
former editor of Harvard Design Magazine, says “A Pattern Language could very well be the
most read architectural treatise of all time, yet in architecture schools I know, it is as if this book
did not exist.”35 His statement concurs with my specific academic experience. Other than the one

34
35

Amazon retrieved 11/25/2019
Saunders, William
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mention in Dr. Jo Hassell’s theory of interior architecture class, this book was not mentioned in
any of my architecture classes or graduate design coursework.
A variety of people such as computer scientists in software design, city planners in the
New Urbanism movement, and DIY home builders have been inspired by A Pattern Language.
In an article titled, Wiki as Pattern Language, Ward Cunningham, the original developer of wiki,
a knowledge based website where users collaboratively update content, and Michael W.
Mehaffy, an architectural theorist and colleague of Cristopher Alexander talk about how A
Pattern Language inspired the creation of “pattern languages” also called “design patterns” in
software design. These software design patterns then informed the creation of wiki, 36 websites
that allows visitors to make contributions, with Wikipedia being the best known.
Pattern language also inspired the creation of the computer game The Sims. Will Wright
the creator of SimCity and The Sims tells Icon Magazine, “SimCity was actually originally
inspired by Chris Alexander, and going back and looking at design in general I’ve found a lot of
inspiration from Charles and Ray Eames, Jay Forrester, Jane Jacobs, all the people who are sort
of spanning the division between design, theorist, and a specific field – you know, urban design,
architecture or whatever. I find that triangle really interesting to draw inspiration from.”37 When
asked “How have these ideas manifested themselves in your games?” he replies:
Chris Alexander I find particularly interesting because he was writing about
architecture, but not in terms of form – a lot of architecture is totally stuck on the
artistry of the form, what the form of the building conveys emotionally and all
that, and in some senses I think that architecture has run off the beaten track (in
focusing on form) when really what their job is to design spaces for human

36
37

Cunningham et al.
“Will Wright Interview”
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interaction. And Christopher Alexander approached the whole thing much more
like an anthropologist and he would go and study culture and understand what
people spend their time doing, and in what sized groups, and what they need
around them to facilitate that activity, and then design from the ground up from
there, so rather than starting with the abstract form, what is the artistic statement
we are making with this building, he would say what is the human interaction I’m
trying to facilitate with this structure, and so The Sims really started out as an
architectural game – you were designing a house and then the people were the
scoring system. They came in and you were looking at how happy they were and
how efficiently your house met their needs. In SimCity, in a similar way but on a
larger scale, you were designing this layout to facilitate certain forms of human
interaction, so really design is serving human interaction at the end of the day.
That’s the point of pure design. And I really wanted to put the player, in both
games, in that role of designer, where you design something, and then the
simulation takes over and shows you the fitness of that design.38
SimCity is used as a teaching tool. Barbara Porado in an article in ArchDaily writes, “The
new SimCity is subtly teaching its players the pros and cons of serious, real-life issues such as
renewable energy, preservation of natural resources and cooperation between neighboring cities all within an entertaining virtual interface whose fate rests at your fingertips.”39 Last semester
when sophomore GSU undergrads were asked “What inspired you to pursue an interior design
education?” An interest and background in art was the most common response. I was surprised to

38
39

“Will Wright Interview”
Porado, Barbara
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hear that playing SimCity was the second most popular response. Sophomore Karhtat Wallace is
an avid player and even used the SimCity interface to model her ideas for a class project.

Figure 9 Karhtat Wallace, GSU student, where she used SimCity’s interface.

A Pattern Language has influenced the New Urbanism movement with its ideas
and its form. Andres Duany and Jeff Speck’s 2009 The Smart Growth Manual consists of
148 patterns where new places are built upon observations of existing places that work.40
Another example, Ideo’s Method Cards represent the "diverse ways that design teams can
understand the people they are designing for". Each card has a title, a picture example, a
section on how you would use the method and why you would use the method, and
specific examples.

40
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Figure 10 Ideo Method Cards

3

THE RISE OF THE OPEN-PLAN OFFICE

The open-plan office is the most popular office design.41 68% of people work in an office
with low or no walls according to a 2010 study by the International Facility Management
Association. Unfortunately, it is also the most hated type of workspace and is correlated with
higher job dissatisfaction, increased sick leave, employee turnover, loss of productivity, and
low performance. 42 43 Open-plan offices are loud, distracting, and offer little privacy. 44
In terms of thinking, open plan workspaces hinder one’s ability to focus and
concentrate. While having little impact on repetitive work, the presence of noise and
interruptions are concentration killers when performing knowledge work. Libby Sander, an
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assistant professor of organization behavior at Bond University writes, “Knowledge
work requires employees to attend to specific tasks by gathering, analyzing, and making
decisions using multiple sources of information. When any of these cognitive processes are
interrupted, inefficiency and mistakes increase.”45 Noise, interruptions and seeing people
moving around result in decreased ability to concentrate. "The detection of changes in the visual
stimulation results in distraction of cognitive processing," according to the
journal NeuroReport.46
Freedom from interruptions was a major factor in DeMarco and Lister’s Coding War
Games, a software programming/ coding competition that had unexpected results. Factors such
as a programmer’s years of experience, salary range, and time spent completing the work did not
predict success at completing the task. Susan Cain in her book Quiet writes,
It was a mystery with one intriguing clue: programmers from the same companies
performed at more or less the same level, even though they hadn’t worked
together. That’s because top performers overwhelmingly worked for companies
that gave their workers the most privacy, personal space, control over their
physical environments, and freedom from interruption. 62% of the best
performers said that their workspace was acceptably private, compared to only
19% of the worst performers; 76% of the worst performers but only 38% of the
top performers said that people often interrupted them needlessly.47
Supporting quiet work is one of the two top productivity enhancers and job satisfiers.
However, two-thirds of those in open offices (the most prevalent workspace type) are “often
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distracted by others’ conversations” and can’t do focused work. Author and journalist Geoffrey
James calls this a “productivity disaster”. He says, “Open-plan offices are the management
equivalent of climate change denial. No amount of scientific truth is going to extract proponents
from their willful stupidity”.48
3.1

The New Groupthink

The New Groupthink is a term coined by Susan Cain in her book Quiet: the Power of Introverts
in a World that Can’t Stop Talking, where teamwork is elevated above all else. She also
describes it in her New York Times article, The Rise of the New Groupthink, where she says
Our companies, our schools and our culture are in thrall to an idea I call the New
Groupthink, which holds that creativity and achievement come from an oddly
gregarious place. Most of us now work in teams, in offices without walls, for
managers who prize people skills above all. Lone geniuses are out. Collaboration
is in.49
It is a myth that open plan offices increase collaboration and innovation. Open-plan
offices actually decrease face to face communication. A Harvard Business School study in 2018
showed 73% less time in person conversations while online conversations (email and messaging)
increased over 76%.50 Group work diminishes creativity. Organizational psychologist Adrian
Furnham says, “…evidence from science suggests that business people must be insane to use
brainstorming groups. If you have talented and motivated people, they should be encouraged to
work alone when creativity or efficiency is the highest priority.”51
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The best innovation happens when people brainstorm on their own and then share
ideas, a kind of “hybrid structure” combining open and closed offices. 52 There is an exception,
people perform better in groups when brainstorming happens online. 53
3.2

Perceived Cost Savings
Companies’ attempt to save money in real estate costs may be the biggest reason why the

majority of offices use an open plan. An open plan allows greater density of employees with less
square footage. The average space allotted to each employee has decreased from 225 square feet
in 2010 down to 176 three years later and is projected to keep decreasing.54 In addition to trying
to save costs by creating a denser office, there is a perceived cost savings in not having to build
walls. There are also tax incentives for installing cubicles, considered office furniture, in 7 years
versus 39.5 years for real walls, which are considered a permanent structure.
While office space is the largest cost for most businesses, human resources is second.55 In
my thesis work, I argue that the harder-to-calculate value of talent, specifically employee
productivity and attainment is higher than real estate costs. Open-plan offices will suffice for
repetitive work, but for thinking work, workers need private personal space free from
interruption. Research shows that workers in open offices lose 28% of their productive time to
interruptions and distractions.56 When wanting to retain talent, it is wise to invest in individual
workspaces as they are closely related to job satisfaction. An employee puts more emphasis on
one’s individual workspace over the workplace overall.57
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3.3

Corporate Image
Money is often spent on making a good impression on visitors. Many workplaces are

image driven, where projecting a corporate image overshadows the need for workers’ ability to
think.58 Businesses copy well know corporate offices, for example Google’s open-plan office as
it is seen as the “face of innovation in Silicon Valley”.59 Calvin Newport, computer science
professor at Georgetown University says, “Open offices have become a way to indicate a
company’s value to venture capitalists and talent. The goal is not to improve productivity and
collaboration, but to signal that the company is doing something interesting.” More attention is
needed on the workspaces for everyday workers.
4

MY PREVIOUS PROJECT- HEADS UP/HEADS DOWN

This thesis is an expansion of my office design proposal for 229 Auburn Ave, where the
building will be renovated to house a hypothetical software development company, Tech
Company X. This office requires two types of work spaces that are separated onto two floors.
About 2/3 of the staff are developers and need a quiet work environment for focused, headsdown work. My design houses them in a partitioned and carpeted, lower floor with limited public
access. 1/3 of the staff have noisier tasks, such as sales, customer support, and business
development. They are housed in the “social” third floor that has direct elevator access and a
receptionist. There are individual workspaces as well as spaces for group work and socializing,
such as conference rooms, lounge, and kitchenette.
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Figure 11 Jill Blass, “Concept”, Proposal for 229 Auburn Ave, 2019

Figure 12 Jill Blass, “Heads Up Concept Drawing”, Proposal for 229 Auburn Ave, 2019
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Figure 13 Jill Blass, “Heads Up Floorplan”, Proposal for 229 Auburn Ave, 2019

Figure 14 Jill Blass, “Heads Down Concept Drawing”, Proposal for 229 Auburn Ave, 2019
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Figure 15 Jill Blass, “Heads Down Floorplan”, Proposal for 229 Auburn Ave, 2019

5

GOAL OF THESIS

There is a great need for better designed workplaces. Frequently the layout and furnishing
of an office is designed by an office manager or other non-design professional due to budgetary
constraints. Even when the workplace is professionally designed and has an abundant budget, for
example the $5 billion dollar Apple Park, the architect may prioritize visual appeal over user
performance and result in an office that while stunning to look at, fails to serve the human needs
of its users. 60,61 The irony is that by employing jazzy architectural innovation, the space actually
diminishes the user’s ability to be innovative.
The aim of this thesis is to promote design strategies for fostering thinking in the
workplace in an accessible format. There is a trove of evidence-based research on how people
respond to and interact with their work environment. This information, typically in the form of
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research papers, is not being accessed by the people it is intended to serve. Dr. Sally Augustin in
her book Place Advantage: Applied Psychology for Interior Architecture has compiled credible
research and synthesized this information to provide guidance for interior designers. 62 I rely
heavily from her book and further distill her language and put it into the Alexandrian format of a
Pattern Language. My goal is to transform her findings into simple, concrete recommendations
that are quickly and easily understood by non-professional designers. By presenting this
information as a pattern language, I hope to add upon Alexander’s important work.
5.1

Definitions

Heads up- thinking that is expansive, creative, cross-disciplinary, and collaborative. Fast
Company Magazine describes being "heads up” at work as scanning possibilities, embracing new
things, welcoming outside influence, curiosity and awareness, questioning everything, the future,
what could be, and imagination.
Heads down- thinking that is internal, concentrating, and focused on the task at hand. The same
Fast Company article describes being “heads down” as focused on delivery, tuning out
distractions, avoiding influence from your surroundings, execution, getting things done, right
now, what is, and deadlines.63
Patterns- the repeatable ways people interact with their physical environment. Patterns are
observed and documented by researchers.
A pattern language- theory coined by architectural theorist Christopher Alexander, where
patterns describe good design practices, originally in the field of architecture, that have been
proven by research and observation. The patterns are predictable human responses and
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interactions with the built environment. They are recurring and aim to help non-professionals
make design decisions. The patterns form a language in how they are networked together and
build upon each other.64
Physical environment- the part of the human environment that includes purely physical
factors (as soil, climate, water supply) and the built environment. 65
Built environment- defined as part of the physical environment that is constructed or modified
by humans for human activity.66 This includes workplaces.
Traditional office space- an enclosed office space with 1-2 people
Open-plan office- has a lack of interior walls and is usually a larger space that contains many
more employees with individual workstations arranged in groups.
Psychological privacy- the degree that individuals feel visually and/or acoustically exposed 67
and the amount of control one has in limiting their social contact with others.
Displayed thinking (graph visualization)- originally a business management term coined by
Mike Vance, the former managing director of Walt Disney, where ideas that come up while
creating a strategy plan are documented and displayed in a graphical form.68 The term has
expanded to include any brainstorming or creative process that is openly shared by being visible
in a pin-up board. It allows for others’ input to be added. It is a physical visualization of ideas
and how they are interconnected.
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6

HEADS UP/HEADS DOWN HANDBOOK

Figure 16 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 1
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Figure 17 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 2
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Figure 18 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 3
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Figure 19 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 4
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Figure 20 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 5
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Figure 21 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 6
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Figure 22 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 7
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Figure 23 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 8
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Figure 24 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 9
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Figure 25 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 10
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Figure 26 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 11
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Figure 27 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 12
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Figure 28 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 13
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Figure 29 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 14
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Figure 30 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 15
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Figure 31 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 16
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Figure 32 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 17
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Figure 33 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 18
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Figure 34 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 19
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Figure 35 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 20
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Figure 36 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 21
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Figure 37 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 22

52

Figure 38 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 23
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Figure 39 Heads Up/Heads Down Handbook page 24
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7

CONCLUSION

In today’s workplace, employees’ ability to think is the most valuable “input” or resource
in a company. The World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report lists complex problem
solving, critical thinking, and creativity as the top three skills needed in the 2020 workplace. I
want to help employees access their full thinking potential. My Heads Up/Heads Down
Handbook has strategies for how to design offices to optimize this important resource.
There is an abundance of evidence-based research showing what spatial conditions will
enhance thinking, but there seems to be a problem in accessing this information and getting it
into the hands of people charged with setting up offices. Dr. Sally Augustin, in her book Place
Advantage: Applied Psychology for Interior Architecture, does a good job in compiling some of
this research and presenting it in terms of how interior designers can improve the workplace. In
an effort to further increase accessibility, I have transformed her findings into simple, concrete
recommendations that are quickly and easily understood by non-professional designers.
My handbook is easy-to-follow with ideas to consider when designing spaces for
thinking. I was inspired by the concept and the simple, straight-forward format of Christopher
Alexander’s A Pattern Language, where he catalogs the entire built environment, poses
problems, offers solutions, and networks this information so it may build upon itself. My
handbook’s “links” network my new proposed patterns as well as integrate with his historic ones.
His patterns really are timeless and still relevant today. I hope that people read my handbook,
build better offices, and go on to read his book to build a better world.
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